Letters
The field of economics has made great strides in recent years to include other disciplinary findings on human nature and biophysical reality. Nevertheless, the core teaching and research foundation of neoclassical economics, known as welfare theory, remains isolated from a sciencebased understanding of how economies critically depend on the structure and function of social institutions and the environment. This disconnect is most revealing in the economists' notion of sustainability and its application to climate change economics.
What economists call "weak sustainability" amounts to a savings rule that sustains the output of gross national product (GNP). This reduces to a problem of balancing current consumption with investment in capital (the source of future consumption goods). Capital can encompass manufactured (e.g., machinery), financial (e.g., stocks), human (e.g., knowledge), and natural (e.g., water) components. The investment rule makes no distinction between the different types of capital. An economy is sustainable so long as the aggregate capital stock assures future generations a nondeclining flow of GNP.
In fact, the ability to substitute productive inputs for one another is the hallmark of neoclassical economics. In addition, the prices of inputs are thought to reflect their scarcity and signal the need for new technology. If a particular market price does not reflect full social value, then economists contend that its true value can be measured and included in price (the rare economic argument for government intervention in markets). Unfortunately, most of the debate concerning weak sustainability has focused on correcting this sort of market failure, assuming that socially optimal market allocation can occur with the "right" prices. The efficacy of the neoclassical assumptions, including methodological individualism, marginal analysis, certainty, and value monism, are rarely considered.
The shortcomings of weak sustainability are apparent in statements of prominent economists. William Nordhaus, a leading climate change economist, has stated that "ninety percent of U.S. economic activity has no interaction with the ecological changes Lubchenco [former president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science] is concerned about. Agriculture, the part of the economy that is sensitive to climate change, accounts for just 3% of national output. That means that there is no way to get a very large effect on the U.S. economy" (quoted in Roberts 1991). Other prominent economists have made similar statements about the relative unimportance of agriculture based on its contribution to GNP. As ecological economist Herman Daly (2000) has argued, these statements not only contradict common sense and basic human needs but also represent poor economic reasoning. If agricultural production were reduced by 50%, the effects on the world economy would be catastrophic. The value of agriculture cannot be measured by a simple pricetimes-output calculation.
Ultimately, the danger of reducing "value" to money and "sustainability" to GNP growth is that policies promoting human welfare are driven by strange economic notions of substitution and relative scarcity, which are unsupported by the basic known facts of other social and natural sciences.
JON D. ERICKSON AND JOHN M. GOWDY Department of Economics Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute
Troy, New York 12180
